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MR. TAMBASCO: Today is October 18th. 

I'm Mike Tambasco assigned to the World 

Trade Center Task Force. I'm at EMS 

Battalion 39 in the lounge. The time is 

1603 hours. We're conducting an historical 

interview with EMT Renae O'Carroll from 

working unit 39 Mary 2 on September 11th. 

Q. Renae, tell us your story. 

A. My partner Eddie Rodriguez and I logged 
on that morning at 8:00 39 Mary. Our first call 
came about 8:20 that morning -- no, more like 
8:35, downtown Brooklyn. The call was a dupe to 
another unit's job. I can't remember. I think 
it was a 31 unit. I'm not Sure. 

We gave our position to the dispatcher 
that we were 98. We looked up and we saw this 
big mound of smoke. We turned the radio on, and 
we heard a lot of screaming and noise on the 
radio. We pulled over, went into a laundromat, 
because we saw a lot of people crowded around a 
television. That's where we saw what was going 
on. 

We called up the dispatcher. It was 


really hard to get through. We went on Manhattan 
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frequency. That was the only one that was 
working. We told them that we would like to go 
down there and help if they needed anyone else. 
Q. Right. 
A. They said, "Yes, we were trying to call 
you, we didn't hear you, to send you over there." 

We went down Atlantic Avenue going 
towards the Manhattan Bridge, and the heat was so 
intense, so intense, you could actually feel it 
while you were up on the bridge. I mean that 
intense you could feel the heat. Cars were 
coming this way, and we were driving that way. 

They assigned us to go to Church and 
Vesey. We were going towards that area. The 
cars are coming this way. People are screaming 
and running, and we're going the opposite 
direction into the mess, into the belly of the 
beast of this thing. I still can't believe I had 
the nerve to do that to this day. 

We got down there, and the scene was 
just horrendous. I've never seen anything like 
this before in my life. You were kind of afraid, 
but you knew you had a job to do. You knew there 


were people in there. 
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We went to the corner of Church and 
Vesey. That's where they had staging at. We 
were the third vehicle in line, one of the first 
units actually down there. The lieutenant there 


just said feel around and pick up whoever you 


can. 

Q. You don't know who the lieutenant was, 
do you? 

A. I can't remember. 


At that point it was just mass hysteria 
down there. Nothing was really organized, 
because the mounds of people were just running 
all over the place. You were just picking up 
people that you saw screaming. That's how 
horrendous the scene was down there. We had our 
staging area, but because of the mass amounts of 
people -- you had FBI, you had police officers, 
you had corrections. You had everyone who was 
anyone down there. 

We grabbed three people off of the 
ground. We had an elderly lady. She looked like 
she was burnt. At that time there was really no 
triaging. You were just pulling out of the 


mounds of people those that looked like they were 
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viable. 

We had three ladies, one elderly. She 
looked like she might have been burnt, maybe 
heat-related, and two other ones. One was 
ambulatory, and the other two weren't. We 
grabbed them and put them in the vehicle. My 
partner said, "Close the door and let's go." 

We were down there for maybe 11 minutes 
before the building fell. My partner Eddie said, 
go to the front and let's get out of here. I 
said we're going to go. At that point -- 

Q. The building actually came down at that 
point? 

A. The building wasn't down yet. I was 
getting ready to pull out, and the transportation 
officer waved me over. He wanted to tell me what 
hospital to go to. 

Q. Right. 

A. I had my back turned towards the 
building, because we were directly in front of 
the building at Church and Vesey. I had my back 
to him. He was facing the building, looking over 
my shoulder. He looked up, and he had the look 


of fear on his face. 
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I heard something that sounded like 
marbles crashing down. At that point I looked 
behind me. I heard everyone say run. I looked 
behind me, and it was a gigantic blob of ash and 
molt and fire and everything just behind you, and 
I ran. Everyone was running. 

I tried to grab people. People was 
grabbing on to me. We were just running, 
running, running. I have never seen anything 
like that before. I understand what someone says 
I looked death in the face. That was death 
coming to me. That's all I know. 

I'm running. I'm ahead of it. 
Everyone's running, and it's just a stampede. 

I'm about ten feet in front of it, running, 
actually sprinting because I'm an athlete and I'm 
running. What happened when I got to the corner, 
because I remember my feet hitting, coming off 
the sidewalk, another blob of stuff came around. 

Ash came around another building in 
front me, and it caught me in front of me and in 
back of me, and everything was pitch-black. 

Where it hit me from the front and the back, it 


actually lifted me off the ground and threw me. 
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It was like someone picked me up and just threw 
me on the ground. 

Everything was pitch-black. You 
couldn't see anything. All I saw was big bolts 
of fire, fire balls. I could feel the heat 
around me. It was pitch-black. I couldn't see 
anything at all. My lungs, my airways, 
everything filled up with ash. I couldn't 
breathe. I couldn't see anything. 

I got back off of the ground, and I'm 
moving around. I heard people screaming, begging 
for help. I could feel something on my ankle; I 
don't Know what it was. It was pitch-black, and 
I'm feeling. At this point I walk into 
something, and it knocked me on the ground again. 
I don't know what it was, but I hit my forehead 
on something. 

It was just basically dark. I had 
never been through anything -- I thought I was 
dying. The only thing I could see was balls of 
fire, just balls of fire. At one point I thought 
I was on fire because it was that close to me. I 
could feel the heat. I said to myself, wow, I'm 


on fire. This is what it feels like to be on 
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fire. I don't know what it feels like to be on 
fire. I thought that's what it feels like to be 
on fire. 

At this point I couldn't breathe 
anymore. I lie on the ground. I couldn't even 
get up. I couldn't move. I couldn't do 
anything. I thought I was dying. That's 
basically it. I thought that I was dying. 

At this point I laid down, and I 
started saying my prayers. Having memories of my 
kids, my mother, people at work. I mean, my 
whole life is just flashing in front of my eyes. 
What they say is true, everything is just 
flashing. I accepted it, because I didn't feel I 
could move on. It took the wind out of me and 
everything. 

I just lie there and I was praying. I 
looked up to my left, and I saw a light opening 
up in the sky. I figured that maybe the ashes 
and stuff is clearing a break. It was a 
beautiful day out. The day was sunny, bright and 
warm. I remember very well, it was a beautiful 
day. 


I looked up and it didn't seem like the 
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sky; it seemed like a different type of light. 
Whatever this light was I was looking at, it made 
me feel safe and secure. I felt that that was 
the light that everyone's talking about. I said 
to myself at that moment I guess this is the 
light, I guess this is my time. I felt it was 
opening up and it was my time to go. 

I didn't have any fear. Whatever fear 
I had prior to that, I didn't feel it. I just 
felt safe like someone was cradling me, and I 
accepted it. I was getting ready to die. I was 
losing my breath. Something told me -- I looked 
to the left on the ground, and I saw a red light. 
I don't know what that was. I'm thinking it's 
another light. 

I can laugh about this now. At that 
time I couldn't laugh about it. I couldn't laugh 
about it. 

And that's when I put my hand to the 
left to see what that light was, and I felt 
glass. What happened to me was just a miracle. 
The glass door opened up. It was a door. It 
opened up. It opened up, and it felt like 


someone put their hands under me just pulled me, 
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picked me up and pulled me. 

I rolled down some stairs, and the door 
behind me closed. Down there it was a basement 
to somewhere. I remember there was a subway 
station that I ran past. I figured maybe it was 
the other side of the subway station. 

The first thing I saw when I got up was 
a bucket of mop water. I needed to clean my eyes 
out. I took and I put the mop water in my face. 
I felt, whatever's in this water, if that didn't 
kill me, this is not going to. I took and I 
washed my face off just to see, because I 
couldn't breathe and I was blind. I could feel 
my J.V.D. My neck was rigid. I felt that I was 
still dying. 

I felt around. I could see only maybe 
half a foot in front of me, half a foot in front 
of me. I'm doing like this, and I'm feeling. I 
saw something that said "men." It was a men's 
room. I couldn't get the door open. It had a 
padlock just like this station door. I couldn't 
open it up. 

There was one that said ladies' room 


across there, and I started saying, "God, how am 
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I going to get in here? You brought me in this 
far. You're going to let me die down here?" I 
started questioning him, "Why didn't you let me 
die with everybody else up there? Why bring me 
down here?" 

What happened next was very amazing. 
From out of nowhere I just pressed the numbers 
325, and the door opened up. And that's the same 
numbers that we have on the station door. 

Q. On the station lock. 

A. 325. That was the only numbers I could 
think of. I couldn't think of any other numbers 
to a padlock. It opened up. 

When I got inside of there, there was 
water. I turned the water on, and I washed my 
face. I cleared my airway out. I made myself 
vomit to get the stuff out of me. I cleared my 
nose out. I did that again. I looked in the 
mirror to make sure that I didn't have any more 
J.V.D., and that was going away and I was able to 
breathe better now. 

I drank some water. Now I really 
needed to flush my eyes, but the water wasn't 


coming out fast enough in the faucet. So what I 
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did, I went and kneeled down over the toilet. I 
figured if upstairs didn't kill me, the toilet 
water is not going to kill me either. 

I kneeled on it and I put my hand on 
the flush and I let the water go down. As it was 
coming up, I washed my eyes out, and I was able 
to see around me. I looked around and saw I was 
in a bathroom and that it had vents up there and 
that there was no smoke in there. 

I wet paper towels and put it around 
the door. I was exhausted at this point. I lie 
down. I found out later on when I lie down and I 
went -- I don't know if I lost consciousness or 
what. I went to sleep. I found out later that's 
when the other building fell. Because when I was 
down there, that was the first building that 
fell. 

Q. Right. 

A. I tell you, it's amazing. It's really 
amazing. When I woke up, I don't know how -- 
they told me I was missing seven or eight hours. 
I don't know. I was asleep. I was asleep. I 
was asleep a long time. 


I got up. I had no sense of time. I 
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got up, and I start thinking what should I do? I 
need to get out of here. I closed the door and I 
checked the numbers again to make sure I wasn't 
dreaming. It opened up. I was afraid to close 
it. I put something there. 

Q. To hold the door open? 

A. Yeah, because I knew I needed to get 
back there. Just so I wouldn't lose my way when 
I go running around, I took some tissue paper and 
I laid it out. 

Q. A trail of bread crumbs? 

A. Yeah, I did. I made a trail to find 
out where -- so I could get back there, because 
that was a safe haven for me. There was no smoke 
or anything. 

I found out it was a boiler room, 
because it had an engineering door and it had a 
padlock on it. Then there was another one that 
said electrical. It was basically a work area on 
the side of the subway station. 

I found an open window. I went to it 
to get some fresh air. I was afraid. There was 
nobody down there but me. It was dark, 


pitch-black, except a little light in the corner. 
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I should have been afraid, but I really wasn't, 
to be honest, because I felt now God was with me. 
He brought me through all of this and there was a 
reason I'm here and I didn't fear I was going to 
die at this point, just how to get out of here. 

Q. Right. 

A. I couldn't remember how I got in there. 
I didn't remember. 

I saw some stairways. I went up the 
stairways. The door wasn't open on the first 
floor. I went up another flight. It wouldn't 
open. The third floor let me in. On the third 
floor was two glass doors to an office. I sawa 
phone. I'm trying to get in there, but it was 
closed. It had a doorbell on it, and I rang the 
doorbell, like somebody's going to be there to 
open it; right? Like somebody is going to open 
it for me. I'm ringing it. 

I saw a fire extinguisher, and I'm 
trying to get it out of the glass. I had nothing 
on me. My radio had fallen, everything. I 
didn't have my cell phone on me. I couldn't get 
in, because I was going to crack the door if I 


could get to the phone to call somebody. 
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At this point I was still tired. I 
wasn't breathing the way I should. I was stilla 
little tired. So I went back downstairs, 
following the trail, and I went back in there and 
I went back to sleep. I don't know when I got up 
again. I don't know. I got up again, and I said 
I better go back out there again. 

I felt a little more rested. I was 
breathing a little better. I walked the opposite 
direction this time, and that's the way that I 
found my way out. 

Q. To the top of the street? 

A. Yeah, because that was the glass door. 
When I looked out there -- I got there, and I 
looked out there. It looked like hell. There 
were there on the ground. No, there were parts 
on the ground. There was metal on the ground. 
It was ashes and everything. It looked like a 
third-world country. You had people running, 
screaming. Ambulances at this time was running 
one man. 

I opened the door and did like this, 
and someone grabbed my hand. A police lady 


grabbed my hand, and she dragged me. I said, 
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"Help me. I can't really breathe." She was 
crying and everything like that. We were pretty 
much holding each other up. 

She jumped out in the street, and an 
ambulance -- it was a private ambulance, maybe 
Cabrini or New York Hospital. I'm not sure. At 
this point they were riding one man with the 
doors open and no equipment and whoever could 
jump in jumped in. 

She took me and she threw me in the 
bus. She threw me in the bus. The guy said, 
"Get in and let's go." She threw me in there, 
and I said, "Please come with me." I grabbed her 
hand. She said, "I can't. I have to stay." I 
have to stay and help people. She couldn't 
breathe herself. 

I wish I could see her again one day, a 
little small thing. 

Q. You have no idea who she was? 

A. I don't know who she was. I don't know 
who she was. I got in there. She might have 
been an angel. I don't know who she was. 

The ambulance made two more stops with 


the door open. No equipment in the back. He's 
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riding one man. He's got ashes on him himself. 

Q. At this time how late was this? Do you 
have any idea? 

A. I don't know. 

Q. No concept of time? 

A. I had nothing. I don't know anything. 
I didn't know anything until I got to the 
hospital. 

At this point he stopped to let two 
more people in, a police officer, an Officer 
Palono from the first transit -- from District 1, 
I think it was. I don't know. He came in. He 
was saying, "I can't breathe." I found one 
pediatric oxygen mask. I turned it on, and I 
gave it to him. 

Q. Right. 

A. I helped him. I put it on him and told 
him it's going to be okay. I'm not all right 
myself. I said, "You're going to be okay." I 
said, "Let's pray." Then they stopped and 
another elderly lady, I grabbed her hand, pulled 
her in and shared the mask between the two of 
them. 


Q. Right. 
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A We laid back there, just on the floor, 
sat there and prayed. 

The ambulance pulled up to -- I found 
out later it was Beekman Hospital. There someone 
opened the door, and they grabbed us out. They 
just grabbed people out and threw you ona 
stretcher. The first thing they did was to make 
sure your airway was clear. Then what they did 
after that was take you and throw you in the 
shower to wash all of this stuff off. 

I still had no concept of time. I 
didn't know what time it was. It was still 
daylight. But because of all the ash and 
everything flying around, it looked like it was 
nighttime. 

Being in the hospital, it was like 
being on a conveyer belt. You went from one room 
to the next. They sent you from there to -- from 
the shower they sent you to another room where 
you got your eyes -- they put drops in your eyes. 
Then they sent you back to the airway room. 

There must have been a thousand people in each 
room. They were going down the line, actually 


putting drops in everyone's eyes. 
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It was just the worst day that -- I 
hope to God I never go through anything like that 
again. I've never seen anything like this 
before, never, never, never. 

The job tries to prepare you for stuff 
like this, but for something like that there is 
really no way of preparing somebody for this; 
there really isn't. You wouldn't think ina 
million years something like that would happen. 

Q. Right. What happened with your 
partner? 

A. I don't know. I thought he was dead. 

Q. You lost touch with him at that point, 
and that was it? 

A. I didn't even remember anything about 
him. I don't know. I didn't remember anything. 
I didn't remember anything. I don't know what 
even happened. All I know is I saw a blob of 
smoke, and that was it. I don't know. I felt 
something lift me up and down the stairs. I 
don't Know. I don't know. I don't know 
anything. 

I remember my belt, my belt with my 


pink scissors. The building I was in, where I 
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made the trail, my belt is down there with the 
pink scissors on it. So if ever they find it, 
that's where I was. 

Q. That's where you were. 

A. Yes, I sure did. 

I was in the hospital I don't even know 
how many hours. Finally I made my way to a 
phone. They made an announcement that the phones 
were up, that there's one phone on each floor 
that the patients can use. I was ona line of 
maybe 80 people. 

When it got to be my turn, I called to 
let them know I was okay. The lieutenant was on 
there. He was crying. The captain was on the 
phone, Captain Medeiros. He was crying. I was 
crying. 

That's basically it. I stayed in the 
hospital, and a unit brought me back to Division 
4. I took a shower there. I cleaned up. They 
gave me a towel. I didn't have anything on. The 
only thing I had left of mine was my boots. 

Someone brought me from there back to 
Brooklyn, and the whole station, everyone from 


all three tours was there. When I came, they 
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were Clapping, and we all cried. It was just 
beautiful. 

But I'm glad that I was there and they 
weren't, because it might have turned out 
differently. 

Q. Right, right. 
A. It wasn't my time to go. That's all it 
is. 

That's it. That's my story. 

Q. That's a story all right. 
A. Yeah. 

I went back down there two weeks later 
to help out at the morgue, because it was really 
bothering me. I had to go back down there, 
because I felt I ran away the first time. This 
time I had to go back and face it. I had to have 
some closure. I had to go back down there and 
face it. 

I went back down there, and I said I'll 
work staging, because I had to get over that 
fear. They said, "No, you're going to the 
morgue." I was in the morgue for 22 hours. 22 
hours. I had to get back there and face whatever 


it was. 
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Q. Right. 

A. I know if something like that happens 
again I'll just have to do my best. I'll 
probably still react the same way. While people 
are running out, I'll just go towards it. That's 
it. 

Do you have any questions to ask me? 

Q. No. 

A. That's it. 

Q. Nothing else you want to say, that's 
it. Renae, thanks very much for your interview, 
quite a story. 

A. It is. 

MR. TAMBASCO: This interview is 


concluded at 1625 hours. 


